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Rural Illinois is experiencing greater and greater declines in its 
well-being, growing barriers to economic viability and increasing 
disadvantage for economic and human development. 74 of Illinois’ 
102 counties are rural, non-metropolitan counties. Almost half of 
these rural counties have poverty rates higher than the state rate.
Limited job opportunity, limited access to health services, inadequate 
housing options, and declining populations perpetuate this rural 
poverty. This decline in regional development and growth is clearly 
linked to poverty populations facing poverty of housing, poverty 
of education, poverty of health, and poverty of opportunity.
This report examines population, economic, and basic needs issues 
in regions of Illinois, as defined by the Bureau of Tourism and as 
shown on the following page. These regions represent large areas 
of common demographic, economic, and geographic characteristics. 
Information on the South and Southwest regions of the state is 
highlighted here, as they are disproportionately impacted by poverty. 












































































































Introduction 2004 Report on Illinois Poverty 5
Regions of Illinois
Key Findings
•   Nearly one in six poor people in Illinois reside in a rural area 
 (a total 202,637 people in 2000), enough to form the second largest  
 city in the state 
•   Poverty and its impacts are much more pervasive in some 
 Illinois rural areas than in others, particularly in the Southern 
 and Southwest regions
•   Poor Illinoisans living in rural areas are typically older, less healthy,  
 and less active in the labor force than people living in urban poverty
•   Gaps in transportation, economic, health and housing infrastructure,  
 and loss of population plague areas of high rural poverty
•   Lack of educational attainment by residents in rural areas impedes  
 increasing earning potential, surmounting poverty barriers, and   
 recruiting new business
•   Earnings of workers in rural areas lag substantially behind those 
 of urban areas
• There is no single snapshot of poverty in Illinois — each region 
 has its own characteristics
6 Key Findings
Regional Rankings
The Southern region ranks first in 14 of the following 17 indicators of poverty and community vulnerability, 
followed by the Southwest region and the Chicago region, which rank in the top three more often than any 
other region.
Source: all from U.S. Census 2000 except the unemployment data, which is from the Illinois Department of Employment Security.
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A Profile of Rural Illinoisans
Illinois, like many states, encounters substantial populations in both 
rural and urban poverty. Understanding the multiple issues of poverty 
is important for a state that has the largest urban poverty concentration 
in the Midwest and nearly one in six of its people who are poor residing 
in a rural area. 
While the total number of poor people may seem small on a county-
by-county basis in rural Illinois, the regional totals are quite large. 
Further, the percentages of people that are poor, unemployed, face 
educational and disability hardships, or simply opt out of the labor 
market are high in many parts of rural Illinois.  
High levels of poverty among the smaller populations of rural 
counties severely limit their ability to retain or recruit new 
population or business, to sustain a viable tax base, to increase 
the education and employability of rural workers, and to maintain 
the longstanding contribution of rural Illinois to the state’s overall 
well-being.
8 A Profile of Rural Illinoisans
Poverty
Poverty characteristics differ substantially across Illinois’ rural and urban areas. Rural areas, lacking 
dense concentrations of people, but having high rates of poverty, require innovative solutions to meet 
the diverse needs of the elderly and others who are poor.
• Over the prosperous decade of the 90’s, poverty increased in much 
of rural Illinois, particularly compared with the state’s urban areas.
  All seventeen counties with an increased poverty rate of 6 percent or 
higher were rural. In addition, over three fourths of rural counties 
(58 of 74) saw their poverty rates increase more than the state average; 
meanwhile thirteen of the 28 metropolitan counties (46%) experienced 
a greater decrease in rate than the state average.1
• The vast majority of counties with poverty rates higher than the 
state rate are in the Southern and Southwest regions.
  At the time of the 2000 Census, the poverty rate for Illinois was 10.7%. 
31 Illinois counties have 11% or more of their population living below 
the poverty level and nearly 75% of these counties are in the Southern 
or Southwest regions.2
• Poverty rates for children and the elderly in rural areas tend to 
exceed the state average.   
  While the state poverty rate for children under the age of 18 is 14.1%, 
10 counties in the Southern region have child poverty levels over 20%. 
The poverty rate for people age 65 and older is 7.9% across Illinois. 
40 counties have 8% or more of their elderly population living below 
the poverty level. Well over half of these counties are in the Southern 
or Southwest region.3
 1 U.S. Census 2000
 2 U.S. Census 2000
 3 U.S. Census 2000
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Population
Loss of population is often a hallmark of declining economic vitality and job opportunity. The aging 
population of rural Illinois further impacts those areas’ labor pools and changes the service needs.
• Rural Illinois is losing population, with younger, higher 
educated residents often migrating to other areas.  
  Thirty-four counties in Illinois lost population between 1990 
and 2000. All but three of these were rural counties.  
Six counties lost more than 5% of their total population.4 
• Counties in Southern Illinois have the highest percentage 
of elderly population. 
  16% of the Southern region is over the age of 65, compared to 11% of 
the Chicagoland region. Lawrence and White counties in the Southern 
region have elderly populations of just over 20%, the highest in the 
state.5
 4 U.S. Census 2000
 5 U.S. Census 2000
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Income
Residents of rural areas often have very low incomes as a result of having limited income sources: 
a small number of employers, reliance on transfer payments, and a large number of retirees 
with fixed incomes.
• The income for families in rural Illinois is significantly lower than 
that of the state as a whole.
  All 74 rural counties have median family incomes below the state 
median. Five counties have median family incomes that are less than 
two-thirds of the state median.6
• Rural income in Illinois continues to increase more slowly than in 
urban areas. 
  Rural per capita income in Illinois grew more slowly from 1990 to 2001 
than urban per capita income (53.9% vs. 58.9%). Meanwhile, rural 
Illinois per capita income also declined as a share of the state total: 
dropping from 72.9% of state average to 70.4% during the period.7
 6 U.S. Census 2000
 7 U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis
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Education
Rural educational attainment is not keeping pace wth increasing job skills requirements.
• Rural counties in Illinois have the highest rates of high school and 
college non-completion.
  All eleven counties in Illinois with more than a quarter of adults over 
25 lacking a high school education are rural counties. In five of the six 
counties where high school non-completion is 50% or higher than the 
state average, the median family income is also 50% or lower than the 
state median.8
  23 counties in the Southern or Southwest regions of Illinois rank in the 
state’s bottom half in terms of population age 25 and over with a college 
degree.9
  The average percentage of adults without a high school diploma or its 
equivalent is 20.5% across rural counties versus 15.0% in metropolitan 
areas.10
 8  U.S. Census 2000
 9  U.S. Census 2000
 10 U.S. Census 2000
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Economic Challenges 
in Rural Illinois
The pressures for rural economic development continues to grow amid 
many workforce obstacles. The poor in rural Illinois face multiple 
disadvantages as workers: 
 • declining rural industries: agriculture, mining, and manufacturing
 • limited economic diversity
 • limited access to education and training
 • losses of population that could attract new opportunity
 • reliance on neighboring counties and states for job prospects
 • poor health and higher levels of disability
 • proliferation of illegal and underground economies, such as 
  the drug trade
Counties and entire regions in Illinois that experienced stability and 
growth for decades now face continuing declines in workers, good jobs, 
and infrastructure. Spiraling poverty results with many spillover effects 
that harm the state’s economic viability. Thoughtful and comprehensive 
economic development can have an enormous impact in breaking the 
cycle of rural poverty. 
14 Economic Challenges in Rural Illinois
Workforce
Workforce issues remain at the leading edge of the economic challenges of rural Illinois. 
Workforce deficiencies and infrastructure limitations in rural areas often outweigh other 
advantages for economic development.
• Labor force participation rates are significantly lower in the 
Southern region of Illinois than the rest of the state. 
  The Southern region has a labor force participation rate of 59%, 
compared to the Northern region, which has a labor force participation 
rate of 68%.11 
• Unemployment rates remain high in rural Illinois.
  Nearly half of the counties with an unemployment rate above 7.1%, the 
state’s unemployment rate for September 2003, are in the Southern and 
Southwest regions of Illinois.12 At year-end 2002, 18 of the 21 counties in 
Illinois with 7.5% or more workers unemployed were rural counties.13
• Earnings of workers in rural areas lag behind their share of the 
state’s workforce. 
  The Southern region accounts for 3.9% of Illinois workers in goods-
producing industries but generates only 2.8% of state wages in that sector. 
The Southwest region accounts for 4.1% of goods-producing workers but 
only 3.4% of state goods-producing wages.14
• Lack of job opportunity close to home is a problem for many 
workers in rural Illinois.
  3% of Illinois residents commute to another state for work. 47% of these 
commuters are employed in Missouri. Less than 50% of residents live and 
work in the same county in 25 Illinois counties. All but 9 of these counties 
are in rural areas.15
 11 U.S. Census 2000
 12 Illinois Department of Employment Security, September 2003
 13 Illinois Department of Employment Security, 2002
 14 Illinois Department of Employment Security, 2003
 15 U.S. Census 2000
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• Supply of labor continuously exceeds demand in rural Illinois, 
eroding economic stability.
  32 counties in Illinois were designated Labor Surplus Areas for fiscal 
year 2002/2003. 18 of these counties were in the Southern region.16
• The retail industry and the prison industry are increasingly 
becoming top employers in rural areas. 
  Of the 19 Illinois counties with over 15% of their workers employed 
in the retail industry, 14 of these counties are in rural areas.17 Prisons 
are one of the top 3 employers in 13 Illinois counties. Seven of these 
counties are in the Southern and Southwest regions.18
 16 U.S. Department of Labor 2003
 17 Illinois Department of Employment Security, 2002
 18 State of Illinois Economic Profiles, 2002
Employers
Long-time, key industries are leaving rural areas, which exacerbates unemployment and underemployment. 
Some struggling areas are relying on ‘quick fix’ development such as retail recruitment and prison 
industries rather than sustainable development that builds workforce skills, earnings, and opportunities.
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Gaps in Meeting 
Rural Illinoisans’ Basic Needs
The gaps in meeting basic human needs in rural Illinois clearly 
rival or exceed those of urban areas. Rural Illinois experiences 
severe limitations in meeting basic needs such as access to 
transportation, access to medical care, availability of safe water, 
and affordable housing.
The absence of services in less populous areas does not mean an 
absence of need. Investment in the historic farming, mining, and 
manufacturing regions of the south, west, and center of the state is 
critically needed to impact already high and increasing levels of poverty. 
Creative delivery of services and collaborative, thoughtful approaches 
to sustainable economic development are critical for giving rural 
Illinois residents a competitive and productive future.
18 Gaps in Meeting Rural Illinoisan’s Basic Needs
Health
Rural residents in the U.S., particularly those not living adjacent to an urban area, are more likely 
to be uninsured for long periods of time. More remote rural families lacking health insurance 
have lower family incomes than uninsured urban families, and rural workers are less likely to 
receive health benefits from employers.19 In addition, rural health services are often weak and 
spotty relative to those in more populous areas.
• Lack of adequate health care in rural areas undermines health 
of residents.
  Of the 25 Illinois counties designated Primary Care Health Professional 
Shortage Areas, 12 of them are in the Southern and Southwest regions.20
• Heavy reliance on Medicaid is prevalent in parts of rural Illinois.
  15 Illinois counties have 20% or more of their total population enrolled in 
Medicaid. Nearly all (13) of those counties are in the Southern or Southwest 
regions. The Southern region also has the highest Medicaid enrollee to 
Medicaid physician ratios in the state: 355 enrollees per physician, with two 
counties with over 1,000 enrollees per physician.21
• High rates of teen pregnancy in rural Illinois contribute to the 
cycle of poverty.  
Of the counties with the 10 highest teen pregnancy rates in Illinois, 
7 of them are in the Southern or Southwestern regions. Of the 19 counties 
where more than 15% of county births are to adolescents, 17 are rural. 
9 of these counties are in the Southern region.22
• Disability rates are significantly higher in the Southern region 
of Illinois than the rest of the state. 
In 10 Illinois counties, more than 10% of the population over 16 has an 
employment disability. Seven of those counties are in the Southern region.23
19 The Kaiser Commission on Medicaid and the Uninsured (October 2003) The Uninsured in Rural American 
    http://www.kff.org content/2003/225202/
        20 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, October 2003
 21 Illinois Department of Public Health, 2001  
 22 Illinois Department of Public Health, 2001  
 23 U.S. Census 2000
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• When an Illinois county lacks a public transit system, it is 
very likely that adjacent counties lack one also.
  In the Southern and Southwestern regions there are 3 major areas 
lacking public transit.24
 24 Illinois Department of Transportation, 2002
Transportation
The lack of transportation has many ripple effects on a family’s well being. Access to health care, 
employment, education, and social services are limited when families do not have reliable transportation 
options. When rural areas lack a public transit system, the rural poor are adversely affected.
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• Affordable housing is often in short supply in rural Illinois. 
  The Southern and Southwestern regions have 11.2 % of the state’s 
cost-burdened households despite having only 9.8% of the state’s total 
households. Four of the top five rural Illinois counties in terms of rent-
burdened households, are located in the Southern region. In these four 
counties, over one-third of the renter households are cost burdened. Of 
the eight counties in the Southern region with poverty rates over 15%, 
the lowest percentage of renter households cost-burdened is 25% and 
the highest is 50%.27
• The Southern region has the highest rate of housing vacancy in the 
state along with the lowest median housing values. 
  Thirteen Southern counties have vacancy rates over 10%, of which only 
four counties report median housing values over $50,000.28
 25 Housing Assistance Council, 2003
 26 Friedman, Pamela (September 2003). “Current Issues in Rural Housing and Homelessness” Rural Assistance Center, Vol. 1,  
    no. 1 http://www.financeprojectinfor.org/Publications/curentissuesinruralINRAC.htm
 27 U.S. Census 2000
 28 U.S. Census 2000
Housing
Housing costs and substandard housing conditions are the most significant problems facing rural 
households. Nearly thirty percent of non-metro households — more than 6.2 million nationally — have at 
least one major housing problem, most often cost burden (paying more than 30% of income for housing).25  
Rural residents seeking to buy a home lack access to affordable mortgages. Older housing stock with lower 
collateral value, lack of water and sewerage services, and housing code shortfalls all hinder competitive 
mortgage rates.26
22 Gaps in Meeting Rural Illinoisan’s Basic Needs
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Disability: A long-lasting physical, mental, or emotional condition. This condition can make it difficult for a person to do 
activities such as walking, climbing stairs, dressing, bathing, learning, or remembering. This condition can also impede a 
person from being able to go outside the home alone or to work at a job or business. (US Census)
Employment disability: The individual had a physical, mental, or emotional condition lasting 6 months or more that 
made it difficult to work at a job or business. (US Census)
Kitchen facilities: A unit has complete kitchen facilities when it has all of the following: (1) a sink with piped water; 
(2) a range, or cook top and oven; and (3) a refrigerator. All kitchen facilities must be located in the house, apartment, 
or mobile home, but they need not be in the same room. A housing unit having only a microwave or portable heating 
equipment, such as a hot plate or camping stove, should not be considered as having complete kitchen facilities. An ice 
box is not considered to be a refrigerator. (US Census)
Labor force participation rate: This is a measure of the labor force as a percent of the civilian noninstitutional 
population. The civilian noninstitutional population comprises persons 16 years of age and older who are not inmates of 
institutions (e.g., penal and mental facilities, homes for the aged), and who are not on active duty in the Armed Forces. 
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics)
Labor Surplus Area: A “Labor Surplus Area” (LSA) must have an average unemployment rate at least 20 percent above 
the average rate for all States (plus the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico) during the previous two calendar years. 
However, the 20 percent ratio is disregarded when this 2-year average for all the states is 8.3 percent or above; then an 
unemployment rate of 10 percent or more will qualify an area, and when the all-States’ average is 5.0 percent or less, an 
area will qualify with a 6.0 percent average. (US Department of Labor)
Plumbing facilities: Complete plumbing facilities include: (1) hot and cold piped water, (2) a flush toilet, and (3) a 
bathtub or shower. All three facilities must be located inside the house, apartment, or mobile home, but not necessarily in 
the same room. Housing units are classified as lacking complete plumbing facilities when any of the three facilities is not 
present. (US Census)
Rent burdened or Owner-burdened households: Households are cost-burdened when they spend over 30% of their 
income for housing. Renter costs include contract rent plus the estimated average monthly cost of utilities (electricity, 
gas, water and sewer) and fuels (oil, coal, kerosene, wood, etc.) if these are paid by the renter (or paid for the renter by 
someone else). Owner costs include the sum of payments for mortgages, deeds of trust, contracts to purchase, or similar 
debts on the property (including payments for the first mortgage, second mortgage, home equity loans, and other junior 
mortgages); real estate taxes; fire, hazard, and flood insurance on the property; utilities (electricity, gas, and water and 
sewer); and fuels (oil, coal, kerosene, wood, etc.). It also includes, where appropriate, the monthly condominium fees or 
mobile home costs (installment loan payments, personal property taxes, site rent, registration fees, and license fees).
Rural: A rural area is one that is comprised of counties that are not part of Metropolitan Areas as defined by the federal 
government and as used in the 2000 U.S. Census of Population and Housing. The term “rural” is used interchangeably 
with “non-metropolitan” in that such counties lie exclusively outside of Metropolitan Areas.
Vacant housing units: Vacant units include vacant “for sale” or “for rent” units; rented or sold, not occupied; vacant 
units intended for seasonal, recreational, or occasional use; and vacant units intended for migrant workers (US Census)
24      Appendix
Definitions
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